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It should not be necessary to repeat the conclusions of Marples, Dunning, and Pickford (among others) about the way in which football was transformed from an upper class and public school game into the working class sport. The vast majority of football clubs that developed into professional teams had their roots in industrial clubs, church or settlement house sponsored groups or neighbourhood clubs. It was the Victorian middle class 'amateurs' who wrote the rules for the game, established and ran the governing body, the Football Associati6n. It was the governing elite who determined how clubs should be operated and it was amongst these men that the extended and acrimonious debate over professionalism in football took place, which fractured the fragile unity within the gentlemen's world of football. The impossibility of remaining both professional and purely amateur (as opposed to 'shamateur') drove many of the pure amateurs out of soccer and played an important part in the development of rugby as an upper class sport. Ian Taylor's provocative article, 'Football Mad' sought to explain the rise of football hooliganism by contrasting the present relationship between supporters and players with a situation that he claims existed before the second world war when the football clubs and their players were an integral part of the local working-class community. 4 The most startling assertion made by Taylor is that present day clubs grew out of 'the concern of working-class men to develop their primary-group relationships in what leisure time they had. Most of these clubs grew directly out of autonomous occupational groups.' One of his examples is the West Ham United Football Club, in East London 'which was started by a group of workers at the Thames Iron Works. ' The 'East End' of London is an amorphous term that has been used by generations of historians, sociologists and welfare workers to describe the vast area that lies east of the Aldgate Pump and stretches out into rural sections of Essex. The area has held a fascination for outsiders, who have used it as a virtual laboratory for their social theories and research. There has been a strange combination of revulsion at the poverty and degradation that was rife in the East End and attraction to the social structure that allowed people to develop a sense of community and shared enterprise that is almost unique in London. For decades an omnipresent feature of East London has been the attraction football has held for its residents. From George Sims' description in 1906 of thousands of 'urchins kicking paper balls in the back alleys' to the present day, football has been a staple part of local culture.' For more than seventy years the most important football club in East London has been West Ham United.
The West Ham United Football Club Limited was registered as a company on 5 July 1900. In its memorandum and articles of association the first objective of the company was 'to acquire and take over, or succeed to the concern and undertakings of the unregistered Association or Club known as the Thames Ironworks Football Club.'6 The Thames Ironworks was located in Canning Town, West Ham. It was the last major ship building firm in London, but by 1900 it was fighting a losing battle with yards on the Clyde and in the north of England. In 1860 the Works employed 6,000 men and by 1900 that figure was down to 3,100. 7 The importance of the Thames and the ddcks as a source of work set the tone for life in the part of Essex that was usually characterized as the 'East End'.8 Dock work was casual labour and it was essential for the dockers to live close to their work. The Canning Town, Tidal Basin, and Custom House areas of West Ham saw the building of a great deal of cheap housing near the Victoria and Albert Docks which were the biggest single source of employment for men in West Ham. More than 7,000 men worked there in 1904 but factory work provided employment to three times as many persons in West Ham as did the docks. Some of these factories, such as the Thames Iron Works, were associated with the docks, but it must be stressed that West Ham was not made up primarily of either casual labourers or men whose employment was the docks. The largest employers of skilled labour were the repair yards of the Great Eastern Railroad and the machine shops that grew up around it. By 1904 there were more than 11,000 men working in the metal and machine trades in West Ham as opposed to approximately 3,200 men employed at the Thames Iron Works. 9 West Ham was, in governmental terms, not in London. It was an Essex suburb. It was not, however, a suburb in the modern sense of the word. It was even unique for turn of the century Essex. It was a manufacturing centre, containing factories that had moved from London. Most of these were offensive industries, i.e., those producing dirt, fumes and chemical residues.'? It was also the only local government area in the region where a majority of the work force resided within the borough.
The The first season of the football club was hectic and successful. Its committee (all of whom were members of the clerical staff, foremen or supervisors of the works) set up fixtures and entered the club in cup tournaments. More than fifty men had joined the club which necessitated finding enough matches for two teams. In the committee's own words, it had been 'somewhat presumptuous' and had entered the premier competition in England, the English Cup. They had no thought of winning the Cup, but there were two important reasons for entering: the competition would test the ability of the club at the same time as advertising the new club and, if they were 'lucky enough' to be drawn against a good professional club, it would add considerably to the funds of the club.'9 During the season there was a move 'initiated by the players' to have the governing committee composed of non-players. As a result, 'a number of gentlemen were asked to fulfil this important function with the result that it has proved most beneficial to the club.'20
The The end of the second season saw another development which marked the club off from its local competitors. In March 1897 Hills made the announcement that he 'had finally found' a suitable piece of real estate in the neighbourhood and on the sixtieth anniversary of the Queen's accession he would open a stadium with 'a cycle track equal to any in London' and complete facilities for football, cricket, and tennis. 22 When the club opened its third season it had a stadium which it claimed 'was good enough to hold the English Cup Final, . . . smart new outfits' and a complete schedule of matches. The committee also insured the players against loss of wages that might be the result of injuries sustained while playing football. There were also six new players for the first team, five of whom were from the Greater London area, but none of whom came to the club from within the Ironworks.23 An article in the Gazette showed the new focus of the club. The Secretary issued a reminder that any football player in the Works could join the club for 2s 6d. This 'entitles them to take part in practice matches and training on Tuesday and Thursday evenings'.24 There was no pretence that the new members would be active participants in anything but the prime function of the club -to win matches against first class competition.
Even though the club was the most powerful in the East End and was on its way to winning the London League championship, the Secretary was disappointed: 'The support we have received has not been so large as we should wish for, the gates not totalling near the number we might expect and certainly not so many as the quality of the play of our men should warrant.'25 The Secretary could not understand why so many people will go to matches at grounds that 'are much less pleasing and where the football is nowhere near as The club also engaged in a more aggressive ticket selling campaign, using both the Gazette and local newspapers. The price of season tickets had risen from 5s. to 10s. in two year, but the club offered a variety of admission plans. Also, for the first time 'ladies and boys are especially catered for' with a special reduced price of 5s. 6d. for ladies ('tickets issued to the grandstand only') and 5s. 6d. and 3s. 6d. for boys.30 If the efforts of the committee to put together a first class club did not have an immediate effect on attendance, it did draw a reaction from Hills. In June 1899 his article in the Gazette entitled 'Our Clubs' was a long description of his philosophy on sports. He talked of his former hope that successful teams might attract better workers and good publicity to the business, but he feared that priorities had been reversed.
But in the developmenet of our Clubs I find another tendency at work which seems to be exceedingly dangerous. The Committees of several of our Clubs, eager for immlediate success are inclined to reinforce their ranks with mercenaries. In our bands and in our football clubs, I find an increasing number of professionals who do not belong to our community, but are paid to represent us in their several capacities.31
The committee of the club could not have denied what Hills said, but they would not have regarded it as an accusation. They were trying to build a competitive football club in order to attract supporters. Two important words in Hills' comments had to be defined before the future of the club could be secured -'community' and 'represent'. Hills' position appeared to be that the club represented the community of the Works and should get its players and supporters there. If that were the case, why had he provided a ground that could hold as many as 120,000 people and allowed the By 1899 he finally saw that the combination of an attractive club with a broad enthusiastic following might not be compatible with amateurism. The 'Oxford Blue' won out over the civic spirited sports backer and he drew back from the logical consequences of the club he had started. Once Hills became worried about the drift of the club he pulled out all the emotional stops and described it in apocalyptic terms. He concluded:
Like the ancient Romans, in their period of decadence, we seem to be willing to be artists and sportsmen by proxy; we hire a team of gladiators, and bid them fight our football battles . . . Now this is a very simple and effective method of producing popular triumphs. It is only a matter of how much we are willing to pay and the weight of our purses can be made the measure of our glory. I have, however, not the smallest intention of entering upon a competition of this kind; I desire that our Clubs should be spontaneous and cultivated expressions of our own internal activity; we ought to produce artists and athletes as abundantly and certainly as carefully as a carefully tended fruit tree produces fruit.32
Hills' dilemma was a familiar one at the turn of the century the middle class missionary who was repelled by the success (or 'perversion'), and the resultant takeover, of his good works. However, in 1905 Gibson and Pickford pointed out the additional problem that had faced Hills, 'that none but a good class team could fill the Memorial Ground'.33 These writers, the most important men in football journalism, also concluded that West Ham United was amongst the dozen clubs in London which 'could be described as first class'.
The committee thought they were producing fine 'fruit' -the combined labours of the best footballers whose 'services' could be 'retained'.34 In the view of the committee, what the community wanted was not local representatives on the field, but the chance to participate in a vicarious battle that would end in victory for their 'gladiator'. Clearly, the club could not prosper in the twilight zone of semi-professionalism.
It had to choose between becoming a recreational facility for the Works or continuing to strengthen its appeal to the football fans in the local community.
Hills' solution for the problem was a backward-looking compromise. The solution to the problem of the football club was to keep it in existence but to sever its formal connections with the Works. The creation of a limited company was the answer to Hills' dilemma. He did not use the opportunity to run and cut his personal losses, but insiead he became a major shareholder, encouraged business associates and his workmen to invest in the club and gave it the Memorial Ground to use on very favourable terms. The Articles detailed the purposes for establishment of the company, the foremost of which was 'to conduct the business of a football and athletic club in all branches' and to promote a whole series of sports including cricket, tennis, bowls and lacrosse. The company was 'to carry on any business which the company thinks fits in with the above and is calculated to enhance the value of the company or to bring a profit to it.' In 1902, the first year for which stock records are extant, there were twenty-one shareholders who owned more than ten shares, besides Hills. Ten of these men served on the Board of Directorsownership of ten shares was a qualification for the Board. With one exception, all twenty-one of the large shareholders lived in the vicinity of the club and all were self-employed or semi-professional men. There were ninety-two persons holding shares. The pattern of share holding suggests that many of the first subscribers might have bought a share or two from a friend connected with the old club or that they purchased a share to maintain some connection with the former Ironworks Club.
The Directors had the nower to determine the future of the Club. Each year, one third of the Board had to resign, but any resigning Director could stand for re-election. The Board was also empowered to make nominations and it was clearly assumed that this would be the normal course through which men were elected to the Board.
There was to be a yearly general meeting of stockholders, at which there was a report from the chairman and the election of the Board. Voting was by shares, which could have given Hills enormous power. However, he allowed his shares to be voted by the Board. There could be periodic Directors' meetings at which time they could exercise all the powers of the company including the purchase of property, the issue of stock, the appointment, suspension and removal of managers and secretaries, the investment of funds and the entering into of contracts.
Members of the Board were prohibited from receiving compensation for service on the Board. They were part of an organization that had responsibilities which were regarded as a form of public service. Public notice and self-satisfaction were the main rewards to be gained. Directors could enter into contracts with the Club as vendors and suppliers, but the club did not have the resources to make this a real temptation for a potentially unscrupulous director.
The Club's initial capital was limited, but the first couple of years were relatively successful. In 1901-02 it showed a small profit. The team did well on the field, finishing a strong fourth in the league. There was more than convenience to recommend the Boleyn Ground. Its setting was radically different from the docklands proximity of the Memorial Ground. Boleyn Castle was the site of a Catholic school in a neighbourhood surrounded by small shops and pleasant residential streets. In most ways it was exactly the opposite of the squalid conditions that outsiders usually pictured as typical of the East End, but it was much closer to the economic and social reality upon which the future of the club would be based.
The new ground also symbolized a visible break with the Ironworks. Even though supporters would remember the 'Hammer' roots, the new club was making an appeal as a representative of a wider community. The central location of the ground was another way to play up the 'new' identity of the club.
The great irony involved in the growth of West Ham United is that its move to the Boleyn laid the foundation for its success as a professional club and the move was forced on it by Hills, a man who stood forthrightly against professional sport.
Between A new pattern also emerged on the Board -virtually every retiring Director stood for re-election. They were consistently returned to the Board, ensuring a continuity of policy but also effectively excluding outsiders from control of the Club. There is nothing sinister about this -there were (with the exception of one local publican who was nominated for six straight years and never elected) almost no nominations besides those made by the Board.
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